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As Venezuela's election campaign officially began May 1, President Hugo Chavez Frias had a
substantial lead over nearest rival Francisco Arias Cardenas. Chavez has met increasing opposition
from within his coalition. Added to the pre-election mix is a bitter conflict between the president
and the Catholic Church. In a move critics called a cynical bid for votes, Chavez raised the wages of
public employees by 20% on April 28.
The May 28 vote for 6,000 posts, including the presidency, 165 deputies, 23 state governors, and
335 mayors, is being held to comply with the new Constitution approved in December and is the
sixth election in the past 18 months. Venezuela's traditional political parties are almost absent from
the new political landscape, and the two front- runners for the presidency are both retired military
officers who led an aborted coup in 1992.
Municipal offices are about the only vestiges of power for Accion Democratica (AD) and Comite
de Organizacion Politica Electoral Independiente (COPEI). AD and COPEI were swept aside by
Chavez's Movimiento Quinta Republica (MVR) and the Polo Patriotico coalition which has since
ruptured.

Campaigning intensifies as election nears
Arias, like Chavez a retired lieutenant colonel who led the 1992 coup attempt, accuses the president
of demagoguery, abandoning the ideals behind their rebellion, and letting power go to his head.
Arias' more moderate, pro-business stance contrasts sharply with Chavez's fiery nationalist rhetoric
attacking the news media, the Catholic Church, unions, and business leaders. Arias accuses Chavez
of discouraging foreign investors by fostering ties with Cuba and of ignoring corruption within his
administration.
Campaigning in the state of Zulia where he was governor for four years, Arias compared Chavez to
a television personality. "There are no jobs, but we've got a charlatan in Miraflores [the presidential
palace] who we're going to oust on May 28," he told supporters.
Chavez paints Arias as the candidate of the oligarchy who would roll back the "social revolution."
Facing a strong challenge from his former ally, Chavez kicked off his re-election campaign on May 1
with a march through the streets of Caracas. He told reporters he wants a two-thirds majority in the
National Assembly to ensure the continuation of his peaceful revolution.
On April 28, Chavez announced on radio and television a 20% increase in salaries for public
employees, 10% more than he had promised last year. The president said the wage hike would
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increase workers' buying power for the first time in 15 years, since inflation for 2000 is expected to be
between 15% and 17%.
Chavez also announced that pensions for retired workers would increase from US$148 to US$213 a
month. Arias and some union leaders called the announcement irresponsible and an electoral ploy,
saying the government does not have the funds to pay the raise.

Chavez's support still strong
Although his re-election seemed a sure bet at the start of this year, Chavez lead has slipped in the
past months. Before Arias announced his candidacy in March, Chavez's popularity rating was above
70%. In a poll published April 28 in the newspaper El Universal by Estudios y Organizacion Eugenio
Escuela, voter preference was 62% for Chavez and 25% for Arias. Third-place candidate and former
Caracas mayor Claudio Fermin had 4%. Nine percent of respondents said they would not vote for
any of the candidates for president.
A poll released May 2 showed Chavez with a 21-point lead. In the poll, conducted by the private
Datanalisis, 54% of respondents said they would vote for Chavez, while 33% preferred Arias. The
polls show Chavez's strongest support is among Venezuela's poor and working class, despite high
unemployment and intolerable street crime, while Arias' backers tend to be from the middle and
upper classes.

Attacks and counterattacks between Chavez, church
In opening his campaign, Chavez criticized members of the Catholic Church hierarchy, especially
Baltazar Porras, president of the bishops conference (Conferencia Episcopal Venezolana, CEV),
whom he accused of being "an adeco [member of AD] in a cassock." In turn, the church has
questioned the transparency of the upcoming elections. Last week the CEV sent Chavez a letter
protesting his constant attacks and what it called a "manipulative and disrespectful" attitude toward
the clergy in Venezuela.
The CEV accused the president of trying to divide the church, of misusing Biblical quotations,
and of demonizing his enemies. It also criticized the members of the Consejo Nacional Electoral
(CNE) for being biased and asked that the CNE be opened to members from other parties and civic
organizations.
The confrontations between Chavez and church officials began shortly after Chavez was elected in
December 1998, when the president said some bishops had the devil hidden under their cassocks.
The bishops responded demanding that he quit mentioning Christ or God in his speeches or
indicating that God was on his side. Chavez's frequent use of religious language angers the church,
particularly his references to being "a revolutionary like Jesus Christ."
The dispute cooled off for a few months, but Chavez turned up the heat in his radio programs,
accusing some bishops of being corrupt. Then, during the meeting of the Grupo de 77 in Cuba,
Chavez accused the bishops of being accomplices of the traditional political parties, which most
Venezuelans blame for the country's problems. "They belong to the former regime, they were
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embraced by the former presidents, and they raised the cup of wine and prayed together," said
Chavez.
In a radio interview, Bishop Porras said Chavez is creating a dangerous climate with his attacks on
the church. "Never in the history of Venezuela has there been this kind of disrespect," said Porras.
"It is very serious because, besides trying to divide the people, it creates a climate of aggression
toward the prelates." Chavez could lose support of coalition parties The church was not the only
sector criticizing Chavez.
On May 1, the Partido Patria Para Todos (PPT), part of the coalition that elected Chavez in December
1998, threatened to withdraw its support, accusing Chavez of being manipulative and disrespectful
in the campaign. PPT leaders were incensed when Chavez discredited Alexis Rosas, PPT candidate
for re- election as governor of the state of Anzoategui.
"This week we are going to examine our support for Chavez," said Aristobulo Isturiz, one of the
PPT leaders and second vice president of the Asamblea Nacional Constituyente (ANC). "We cannot
accept the things he has said about our candidates...we are not pendejos. The president has to
respect us, respect the feelings of the people, if he is not able to do that, then he can go to hell."
The friction among former allies in the Polo Patriotico arose after the MVR tried to impose its
candidates for all races, rather than allowing candidates from other coalition parties. The PPT and
the Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS) then decided to break with the coalition for local elections,
while still supporting it nationally. [Sources: Reuters, 04/11/00, 04/30/00, 05/01/00; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 05/01/00; Spanish news service EFE, 04/17/00, 04/25/00, 04/28/00, 05/01/00, 05/02/00;
Notimex, 05/01/00, 05/02/00; Associated Press, 05/02/00]
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